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Artist Statement
My work is driven by my experiences as a woman, mother, in pregnancy and giving
birth. My work investigates the censorship of women’s bodies, and explores the
ways in which we can reconnect with and reclaim our power as autonomous beings
in society. I employ storytelling to create space to acknowledge my own trauma,
make space for people to tell their own story, and focus on healing through
normalizing and de-censoring my body. By illustrating things like birth,
menstruation, and miscarriage I ask the audience to even consider them. I am
mindful of the idea that the things that we see often are considered normal, and the
things that we don’t see are the things that we often feel disconnected from. My
work insights the spirit of investigation into the human experiences that connect us
all and ultimately questions the treatment of these experiences in society.
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Artworks by Adrian Piper in Relation to the Black Experience

Marlee Uggen
Art 6617: Critical Theory and Methodology
May 9, 2021
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Figure 1 Adrian Piper, Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race), 1978, Photostat collage, 36x24”.
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Figure 2. Adrian Piper, Catalysis III, 1970.

Figure 3. Adrian Piper, Catalysis IV, 1970.
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ABSTRACT
This paper will be using Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks and Bell Hooks’ Black
Looks: Race and Representation to analyze Adrian Piper’s works Political Self-Portrait
#2 (Race), and her Catalyst performances. Using Fanon’s theory in Black skin, White
Masks about the effects of racism and colonization on black identity, I will use Adrian
Piper’s work to argue that she did have parts of the black experience. I will investigate
the ways in which Piper’s artwork relates to Fanon’s theory about ontology of blackness,
the black experience as being in a triple person consciousness, and the black persons
inability to escape the color of their skin. I will outline the ways in which Piper’s resolve
to living in the racist Western world is similar to Fanon’s resolve and touch on her use of
controlling the gaze to in relation to Bell Hooks’ theory on the oppositional gaze in her
chapter titled The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators. This paper will pose
questions about the trend in society that automatically groups mixed people into the
category of the oppressed, and society’s need to oppress rather than liberate. Questions
will also be asked about our own implications in looking at other people in relation to
their race.
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Mulatto, are you white, or are you black? Adrian Piper’s artworks, Political SelfPortrait #2 (Race), and her Catalyst performances serve as a generous glance into the
world of a woman of mixed race in Western society. They are particularly connected to
Frantz Fanon’s philosophy in Black Skin, White Masks, where he utilizes his own
experiences to provide a historical critique on the effects of colonial domination and
racism on the black psyche.1 Piper’s work also coincides with Bell Hooks’ Black Looks:
Race and Representation, in which Hooks considers the consequences of societies
representations of race in a culture dominated by white supremacy.2 In the chapter titled
The Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators, Hooks uses film to study black female
representation and coins the term oppositional gaze, a term that is a description of the
power looking holds in the black struggle to defy repression. In Political Self-Portrait #2
(Race), Adrian Piper is telling the story of her experience as a person of mixed race
growing up in New York. She highlights the very alienating experience she had with
children of different economic classes and races. She provides stories of her encounters
with rich white children that treated her like an exotic accessory, and of her avoidance of
black children because they would bully her about her “pale” skin tone. Her series of
Catalyst performances, most of which aren’t documented on photo or video, serve as her
response to her experiences growing up. In Catalyst IV, Piper puzzles audiences as she
rides the subway with a large towel protruding out of her mouth. In Catalyst III, Piper

1

“Frantz Fanon,” in Grolier Encyclopedia of Knowledge, vol. 7 (Danbury, CT: Grolier,
1995), p. 208.

2

Bell Hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston, MA: South End Press,
1992), back cover.
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doused herself in white emulsion, and walked around New York with a sign hanging
around her neck that said “WET PAINT.” Piper describes her performance in Catalyst I
by saying, “I saturated a set of clothing in a mixture of vinegar, eggs, milk and cod liver
oil for a week, then I wore them on the D train during evening rush hour, then while
browsing in the Marboro bookstore on Saturday night”3 Adrian Piper’s artwork conveys
the ways in which she did have the black experience, as articulated by Franz Fanon,
because she was always regarded in relation to white people, she was forced to exist in
triple person consciousness, she was not only a slave to the color of her skin but a slave
to being marked as black despite her complexion, and she resolved to asserting herself by
controlling the oppositional gaze.
There is power in ones ability to think about the nature of their identity as it is. In
Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race), Piper’s experience in this piece provides a narrative to
Frantz Fanon’s claim in Black Skin, White Masks “For not only must the black man be
black; he must be black in relation to the white man”4 Fanon argues that colonialism has
forced black people to always be regarded in relation to white people and that this has
erased the possibility to think about the ontology of blackness5 As a child of mixed race,
Piper was forced to always consider her identity depending on the person she was around;

3

Lucy Lippard and Adrian Piper, “Catalysis: An Interview with Adrian Piper,”
The Drama Review: TDR 16, no. 1 (March 1972): p. 76, https://doi.org/10.2307/1144734,
76.
4

Frantz Fanon, Charles Lam Markmann, and Paul Gilroy, Black Skin, White
Masks (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2008), 82-83.
5

Fanon, 82
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she couldn’t consider the ontology of being mixed without considering the people she
was surrounded with.
In her piece, Adrian Piper writes:
When someone asked me why I looked so exotic I would either say I’m West
Indian (my mother’s Jamaican) or if they looked really interested I would go on at
length about my family tree... But I would never simply say black because I felt
silly and as though I was coopting something, i.e. the Black Experience, which I
haven’t had. I’ve had the Gray Experience. I also felt guilty about justifiably
taking advantage of justified white liberal guilt. But I would never deny that I am
black because I understand how it can be a matter of pride in honor for my folks
to positively affirm their heritage and I don’t want to deny a part of myself that
I’m proud of. But sometimes I wonder why I should be caught in this bind in the
first place; why I should have to feel dishonest whether I affirm or deny that I’m
black and whether I, my family, and all such hybrids are being victimized by a
white racist ideology.6
To her white peers, she was a black person that looked white. To her black peers she was
a black person who wasn’t black enough. In every case, she was black. She couldn’t
escape the ramifications of that, even with her light complexion. In her self-portrait she
is presented in black and white. Piper describes this existence as “the Gray Experience.”7
She rejects the idea that she has had the black experience but it could be argued that even
people of mixed race cannot escape some parts of the black experience. There is evidence
of this in the way that she describes how people treated her because of her part black
heritage. In her piece, Piper describes one example of such treatment by her
schoolteacher, “In conference with my parents she asked them does Adrian know she’s
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Fig. 1, Piper, Adrian, “Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race),” Photostat Collage,
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Piper, Fig. 1

1978
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colored? I guess she must’ve thought I was too fresh and uppity for a little colored girl.”8
Taking up too much space, too confident, too white for a “colored” girl. Living in a
society scarred by colonialism created an environment where Piper always had to defend
her right to exist as a mixed person and as a result this erased her ability to think about
the nature of her being without relating it to the people around her. Piper did have some
of the black experience in that she could not exist as she was, but only in relation to
others. Her ability to attain ontology was engulfed by the constant need to morph for
others.
What are our bodies without our minds? Without our spirits? Do our bodies make
up the whole of our identity? The elimination of Pipers ability to exist and be accepted as
she was filled her existence with the task of constantly considering the physicality of her
body, of her blackness in relation to her whiteness, whiteness in relation to her blackness.
Fanon goes on to write:
And then the occasion arose when I had to meet the white man’s eyes. An unfamiliar
weight burdened me. The real world challenged my claims. In the white world the man of
color encounters difficulties in the development of his bodily schema. Consciousness of
the body is solely a negating activity. It is a third-person consciousness… I existed triply:
I occupied space. I moved toward the other . . . and the evanescent other, hostile but not
opaque, transparent, not there, disappeared. Nausea. . . .9
Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race) connects to Fanon’s idea about this experience of having
a triple person consciousness. Because of her existence as a mixed person in society,
Piper is broken in to different ways of being. First, her writing shows that she was aware
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Piper, Fig. 1
Frantz Fanon, Charles Lam Markmann, and Paul Gilroy, Black Skin, White
Masks (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2008), 83-84.
9

9

of herself, her heritage, and who she was. Second, she existed in the eyes of the people
surrounding her, her friend at camp named Karl, the white kids who were “too stupid”
enough for her to feel comfortable around, and the black kids who would call her
“paleface.”10 And finally, she existed to fulfill other people’s idealization of her. Near the
end of her piece Piper writes, “I wonder why…all such hybrids are being victimized by
white racist ideology that forces us to adopt an essentially alien and alienating identity”11
This alienating identity Piper is referring to can be thought of as the identity that fulfills
other people’s ideas of her. Piper touches on the effects of this mode of being in her
storytelling by saying “I felt just as alienated from whites as blacks,” a sentiment shared
by Fanon.12 She makes it clear that she does not feel a connection to people in either
community. In her piece, the hard line that splits her face down the middle is
representative of her inability to be mixed, but to be either white or black. She had to
consider whether or not she looked black enough to the person she was facing, so she
knew whether or not to claim her blackness and could act according to their idea of her.
Her triple person consciousness becomes the mode that she’s in as she approaches people
in the world. She must be conscious of her identity as it relates to her skin color, but also
as it relates to others skin color.
Imagine a world in which people were responsible for their entire race’s past.
Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race) relates to Fanon’s theory declaring that a black person
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Piper, Fig. 1, “Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race)”
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Piper, Fig. 1
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Piper, Fig. 1
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can’t escape their race’s history because they can’t escape the literal color they wear on
their skin.
Fanon writes:
I was responsible at the same time for my body, for my race, for my ancestors. I
subjected myself to an objective examination, I discovered my blackness, my
ethnic characteristics; and I was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism,
intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects, slave-ships, and above all else,
above all: “Sho’ good eatin’”…I am the slave not of the “idea” that others have of
me but of my own appearance.13
Fanon argues that he is a slave to the color of his skin and people automatically consider
his skin color first before anything else. While this theory seems to be true for most
people who have a prominent race, Piper’s experience expands on Fanon’s theory that
people draw assumptions about a person based on their race; they allow their
preconceived ideas of black people to dictate their idea of each black individual. Piper
writes that mixed people are “victimized by white racist ideology” that alienates them
and that “arbitrarily groups us with the most oppressed and powerless of the society
(black blacks).”14 Additionally, Piper is always automatically categorized as a person
belonging to the black community, which is applicable to Fanon’s theory about the black
experience of being a slave to the color of their skin.
Floyd James Davis sums up Americas definition of who is considered black:
To be considered black in the United States not even half of one's ancestry must
be African black. But will one-fourth do, or one-eighth, or less? The nation's
answer to the question 'Who is black?" has long been that a black is any person
with any known African black ancestry. This definition reflects the long
experience with slavery and later with Jim Crow segregation. In the South it
13

Fanon, 84-87
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Piper, Fig. 1, “Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race)”
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became known as the "one-drop rule,'' meaning that a single drop of "black blood"
makes a person a black. It is also known as the "one black ancestor rule," some
courts have called it the "traceable amount rule," and anthropologists call it the
"hypo-descent rule," meaning that racially mixed persons are assigned the status
of the subordinate group. This definition emerged from the American South to
become the nation's definition, generally accepted by whites and blacks. Blacks
had no other choice.15
Piper’s experience seems to align with this definition that is deeply embedded in our
society. Piper writes about an interaction she had with her white friend as a child, “she
said to her little brother I bet you can’t guess whether Adrian is white or colored. He
looked at me for a long time very searchingly and said white. And she said you lose,
she’s colored, isn’t that a scream? I thought it was really a scream.”16 Piper’s experiences
make it clear that not only will black skin be judged, the lightest of “black skin” will also
always fall into the category of black, making them a slave to being labeled as black. She
writes, “I would never simply say black because I felt silly and as though I was coopting
something.” She was aware of the power that disclosing her race had on the way she was
treated.
Pipers Catalyst performances were her response to living in Western society
plagued by racism. These performances appeal to Franz Fanon’s response to living in a
racist colonized society as a black person, and Bell Hooks assertions about the
oppositional gaze in Black Looks: Race and Representation.
Fanon sums up his resolve to being black in a colonized society when he declares:
What! When it was I who had every reason to hate, to despise, I was rejected?
15

Floyd James Davis, Who Is Black?: One Nation's Definition (University Park,
PA: Pennsylvania State Univ. Press, 1991).
16

Piper, Fig. 1.
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When I should have been begged, implored, I was denied the slightest
recognition? I resolved, since it was impossible for me to get away from an inborn
complex, to assert myself as a BLACK MAN. Since the other hesitated to
recognize me, there remained only one solution: to make myself known.17
In her Catalyst performances, Piper is making herself known; she is asserting her
presence in the world. She is addressing the power someone possesses just by looking at
her, and taking it back by controlling the way that she exists in the eyes of the other.
Piper is making herself a true inconvenience; the same way people see her mixed race. In
Black Looks: Race and Representation, Bell Hooks describes the power of the gaze by
writing, “Even in the worst circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate one’s
gaze in the face of structures of domination that would contain it, opens up the possibility
of agency.”18 In her Catalyst performances, Piper brakes down the power structures of
the oppositional gaze by manipulating the viewer into seeing her how she wants them to
see her. She is playing out the very scenarios she found herself in as a child where her
mixed race was seen as an annoyance, but changing the direction of the gaze to a true
annoyance, dripping wet paint in a Macy’s department sore, a foul smelling coat or a rag
stuffed into her mouth on the train. Piper is also reclaiming her autonomy by taking away
society’s ability to ignore her. She is forcing the other to give up their power to ignore her
by making herself a spectacle. By shifting the gaze from the light-skinned black girl, to
the person who is demanding the viewer’s observation, she holds the power to make the
17

18

Fanon, Black Skin, White Mask, 87

Bell Hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston, MA: South End
Press, 1992), 116.
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viewer believe anything she wants them to believe about her. She is stripping herself of
the typical associations one might have when they encounter a mixed woman, and she’s
giving them something totally different to associate her with. It can be argued even in her
Political Self-Portrait #2 (Race) Piper controls the viewer’s gaze. When reading the text
on this piece, it’s almost as if you can’t take your eyes off the page, because if you do
you lose your place. It’s almost as if Piper created this piece with a black text that is hard
to distinguish from the white background on purpose- this is a representation of her hard
to distinguish race and you, the viewer, are the society that always wants to make that
distinction. She controls your gaze; you look hard to find out what the text is saying in
order to distinguish it from its background, her face separated in to white and black
sections, alluding to her fragmented identity.
Piper’s work encompasses what it’s like for a mixed person in America having
the black experience. Her childhood accounts of her experiences paint a picture of
someone unable to think about themselves ontologically. These accounts also point
towards Piper’s identity being broken down into an altered existence. She is the perfect
example of how the “one-drop rule” is the ignorant norm in society that damages ones
ability to escape persecution. In a broader context, we must think about our tendency to
group people into categories that make them part of the oppressed. It is not like being
black in America is something that should be avoided, or looked down upon, but it is a
fact that the black experience includes more oppression, more violence, and more
encounters of racism in everyday life. While it seems impossible for one person to solve
the problem of racism, we should think about how we treat others based on their race. We

14

should think about the racist paradigm that we approach the world with and the
assumptions we make about others based on their complexion. It is truth that other
people, white people, can present themselves in a way that others consider who they are
first, before they consider their race. Who could we be if we were allowed to first exist as
we are, separate from our race? Why was Piper given the subjugated black experience but
never awarded the privileged white experience? It is a possibility that Piper’s rejection of
her racial identity in her later years, when she proclaimed that she is no longer white or
black but gray, is the tragic result for many mixed people in society- completely rejecting
cultural and racial identity in order to find their true identity.
On her piece Thwarted Projects, Dashed Hopes, a Moment of Embarrassment
Piper writes:
Dear Friends, for my 64th birthday I have decided to change my racial and
nationality designations. Henceforth, my new racial designation will be neither
black nor white but rather 6,25% grey … Please join me in celebrating this
exciting new adventure in pointless administrative precision and futile
institutional control!19
There are so many beautiful parts to being black that one might miss out on when they
are reduced to being caught up in the web of Western societies tendency to oppress rather
than liberate.
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Adrian Piper, “NEWS,” APRAF Berlin: News, September 2012,
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